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INTRODUCTION OF THE SPEAKER:

Chuck Morgret is a long-time member of this church whose only real qualification to speak to you is that he thinks about stuff. A lot. Probably more than is healthy. He greatly appreciates the opportunity to occasionally stand up here and unburden himself of some of the stuff he’s been thinking about…and in so doing burden you with it. Oh… and he does not usually speak about himself in the third person. With that, I will turn it over to…me.

THEME:

The title of my talk this morning is “The Meaning of Life.” I’m going to start right off by telling you that I can’t tell you what the meaning of life is. What I have finally figured out is that neither can anyone else. It’s not something that can be found in a religious text or in the words of a prophet or through meditation or by initiation into some secret inner circle. Perhaps I am the last UU to come to this realization, but to put it simply: The meaning of life is not something we discover, it is something each of us must create.

Our fourth principle states that we affirm and promote “a free and responsible search for truth and meaning.” I think we tend to mentally run that last part together as if it were one word: a search for “truthandmeaning.” My theme today is that, while truth is indeed something that must be searched for, meaning is something we create.

I once started to write a poem that went something like this:

They dropped me in the wrong place without a map

And I screamed “Why?” but no one answered.

I didn’t finish the poem for two reasons: first, it was too depressing and second, I’m not really much of a poet. But my point at the time was that I thought it was somewhat unfair that life doesn’t come with an instruction manual. I still haven’t finished the poem, but I realize now that it’s time to quit whining and make my own map.

EPIPHANIES:

During my life, I have pondered philosophical and theological questions at great length, including the quintessential question: “What is the meaning of life?” In the course of all this pondering, I have had a number of epiphanies, some big, some small. Some have stood the test of time, others have not.

Now, the word “epiphany” has several definitions and I want to be clear about which one I’m referring to. According to “dictionary.com,” one definition – with a capital “E” – is “a Christian festival, observed on January 6, commemorating…” No, that’s not it. The next definition is “an appearance or manifestation, especially of a deity.” No, definitely not that one. Next is “a sudden, intuitive perception of or insight into the reality or essential meaning of something, usually initiated by some simple, homely, or commonplace occurrence or experience.” Ah, there it is!

THE ORIGIN OF THIS TALK:

My talk today grew out of one of those epiphanies. As part of a talk I presented last year, I included a hypothetical conversation with God just before being sent out into the world. Part of that conversation went like this:

“What is the purpose of Life?” I ask.

“Why, the purpose of Life is to live, of course,” answers God.

“But…what does it mean??”

“Nothing yet. It will be up to you to impart meaning to your Life.”

The significance of that little snippet I’d dashed off didn’t sink in for awhile, but when it did, I realized it indeed qualified as an epiphany. Call it a delayed-reaction epiphany. (If you follow the economic news and all the discussion of recession lately, one thing economists keep pointing out is that we don’t actually recognize a recession until well after it starts, sometimes not until it’s over. Apparently epiphanies can be like that too.)

“PRAGNOSTICISM”

One of my central beliefs is that there is a single, unified ultimate reality – that is, that there is such a thing as truth, although we are ill-equipped to perceive more than a tiny fraction of it. My belief system is based on my analysis of all the information and experience I have amassed to date, and is subject to change, even profound change, based on new information or more complete analysis. I do not consider doggedly clinging to disprovable or discredited beliefs in the name of “faith” to be a desirable character trait – or much of a survival strategy for that matter.

One of my earlier epiphanies was the simple realization that my (or anyone else’s) believing something doesn’t make it so. Starting there, I began to wonder why – if there is a God – he would be so concerned about whether I believe in him or not. To me it seems the height of conceit to suppose that God exists if I choose to believe so and doesn’t if I choose not to believe so.

Assuming that if there is a God, he or she is “good” (whatever exactly that means), I cannot bring myself to accept that my ultimate fate is to be determined based on whether I, based on some very ambiguous evidence and conflicting cultural influences, believe in God, let alone a particular version of God. Ultimately, I feel that it’s a lot more important for God to believe in me than for me to believe in God.

Because I can’t bring myself to accept that a “good” God would condemn us based on whether or not we are willing or able to take his existence (or for that matter, his son’s divinity) on faith, when he presumably has the power to manifest himself in this reality in such a way as to remove any doubt, I am decidedly a Universalist. That is to say, I believe the same destiny awaits us all; if any of us are going to heaven, we all are.

I consider myself something of a pragmatist. Pragmatism is a philosophical doctrine developed by William James and others that stresses practical consequences as constituting the essential criterion in determining the meaning, truth, or value of a proposition or idea. For example, to the question, “If a tree falls in the forest and there’s nobody there to hear it, does it make a sound?” a pragmatist might answer simply “If there’s nobody there to hear it, WHO CARES??”

As a pragmatist, I believe that the most fundamental question we are all really seeking to answer through philosophy or religion is not “What is the meaning of life?” but rather “OK, what should I do now?” That is, we are looking for guiding principles to help us in our day-to-day decision-making.

A rather stunning consequence of being a Universalist is that, if we accept that what we do in this life has no bearing on what happens (or doesn’t) in the next, then our theological beliefs do not provide the basis for how we should live our lives. This doesn’t mean that religious teachings are necessarily irrelevant. It does mean that we can examine them critically and come to our own conclusions as to their validity and applicability. 

I have theological beliefs, but they are not the basis for how I live my life. This is not to say that my beliefs are completely irrelevant: they do provide me some comfort, and there might be a secondary effect in that my espoused beliefs or religious affiliation might influence how others treat me. But those beliefs do not provide a framework for how I live my life. To put it another way, my theological beliefs do not impose meaning on my life; I create meaning through my interactions with the world.

Because I would live my life the same way regardless of the details of my theological beliefs, it doesn’t really matter except as an intellectual exercise what those beliefs are. I recently coined a term for this “pragmatically agnostic” state and decided to call myself a “pragnostic.” That is, I’m not really an agnostic, but I might as well be. Apparently someone has already come up with the term “ignostic” to describe that state. I like mine better and I hope it catches on.

CREATING MEANING

So, if theology isn’t going to provide us with the meaning of life, how do we go about creating it? That’s something I’m still trying to work out, but I can suggest a starting point, at least…

Another basic element in my belief system is that I do believe that there is a transcendent reality, some plane of existence outside the observable physical universe, a framework within which the physical universe exists. For reasons I’m not going to explain or try to defend right now – that would be a whole other talk – I have concluded that a transcendent reality is a necessary condition for free will to exist; and I am constitutionally incapable of not believing in free will. (I won’t pretend to know anything of the nature of that transcendent reality.)

The reason free will is so important to me is that I believe that our ability to exercise free will makes us agents of change in the universe. When we endeavor to change the world for the better, we are creating meaning.

It is often debated whether people are inherently good or inherently bad. If you’re paying attention to the world around you, it should be obvious that people are capable of both in varying degrees. When we endeavor to nurture the good and discourage the bad, we are creating meaning. I don’t believe in the “perfectibility” of humanity – what would “perfect” mean, anyway? – but I do believe that we can continuously strive to improve the human condition.

I read an article (actually, a sermon transcript) by Galen Guengerich in the Spring 2007 UU World magazine recommending that Unitarian Universalism should adopt “gratitude” as our guiding principle, much as (according to the author) Judaism has “obedience,” Christianity has “love,” and Islam has “submission.” While it was a very thought-provoking article, I respectfully disagree with that suggestion, and here’s why. To practice gratitude means to be thankful for what you have been given. But to me, love means you’re the one doing the giving. It’s not that gratitude is a bad thing – it can motivate or inspire us to love – but it’s not enough by itself.

A couple of weeks ago during our talkback, one of the participants described his version of the Golden Rule, which he called the “Platinum Rule:” “Do unto others as they would have you do unto them.” To me, that is an expression of love. To “do unto others as you would have them do unto you” basically means “play fair and be nice,” and carries a hint of ulterior motive – “…and they will be more likely to do unto you as you wish.” The “Platinum Rule,” though, requires one to make the effort to understand the other’s situation well enough to provide them with what they actually need, rather than assuming their needs are the same as yours. Love requires the desire to understand (that is, to search for truth) and the willingness to give of oneself.

I believe that the way we create meaning is through acts of love. I once had a philosophical discussion about the purpose of life with a friend who asked me “Why do you think we are here?” When I couldn’t come up with a good answer, she asked “Do you think it’s for each other?” At the time, I thought that was rather circular reasoning. But y’know, when it comes right down to it, what else is there?

I believe the way to create meaning is by endeavoring to improve the human condition – both by improving the lives of individuals and by advancing the state of civilization – and by leaving the world at least a little better than we found it.

I think this probably makes me a humanist in some sense. Not a secular humanist or a capital “H” humanist, but maybe some form of religious humanist. Although some definitions of humanism insist on a rejection of religious belief, there are a couple of quotes from the Wikipedia article on humanism that tie in nicely what I’ve been talking about:

“Humanism clearly rejects deference to supernatural beliefs in resolving human affairs but not necessarily the beliefs themselves”

“Humanism features an optimistic attitude about the capacity of people, but it does not involve believing that human nature is purely good or that each and every person is capable of living up to the Humanist ideals of rationality and morality. If anything, there is the recognition that living up to one's potential is hard work and requires the help of others. The ultimate goal is human flourishing; making life better for all humans. The focus is on doing good and living well in the here and now, and leaving the world better for those who come after, not on suffering through life to be rewarded afterward.”
THE ROLE OF THIS CHURCH:

So what is the role of the church?

Religion as an institution is an organizing force. It motivates people to set aside their differences to work toward common goals and promotes community through shared values. Interestingly, this seems to be a common thread regardless of the dogma espoused by a particular religion. It suggests that coming together as a religious community addresses a basic human yearning.

We are fortunate to have a faith that enables us to come together in celebration of our shared principles, without requiring us to subscribe to a particular or even any theological viewpoint. It not only enables us to support each other in striving to create meaning, but has the potential to let us pool our ideas and resources to achieve more as a group than we could on our own.

When my wife and I started attending this church, I at first thought of it as “something for people who don’t go to church to do on Sunday mornings.” That’s a rather glib statement; it really didn’t take long to develop an appreciation for the sense of community and for the spiritual and intellectual stimulation this church provides. But over the years, this church has become an increasingly important part of my life. I think of this congregation as our extended family and every Sunday I’m here as a family reunion of sorts. I have grown to truly love this church and the people who constitute it, and I have a deep desire to see it thrive and grow – to continue to provide a spiritual safe haven for those who need it and to become a stronger and more effective voice in our community.

I am hopeful for the future of Unitarian Universalism. Most religious traditions cling jealously to a static world view and are threatened by change. Ours is a dynamic faith that embraces and welcomes change. A faith that, instead of regarding science as the enemy, reluctantly giving ground over the centuries in the face of scientific discoveries at odds with church teachings, recognizes and encourages science as our path to uncovering the secrets of the universe.  A faith that, instead of discouraging questions and demanding that we accept a version of the truth on faith, actually understands that questioning is what enables us to learn and grow.

Most religious traditions would have us play roles in a story written by someone else, according to rules laid down long ago. Unitarian Universalism challenges us to write our own story. We are called not to accept or even to discover the meaning of life, but to create it.
